Last May (2017) Professor Amotz Zahavi passed away. He was known to many as a founder of the Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel and as a scientist who introduced to the world the Handicap Principle. Amotz had indeed a personality that is hard to sum up in words. He combined levels of determination, vision, leadership, outstanding originality, clarity of observation and intuition with which few are favoured. Within the scientific community outside of Israel, not many knew of his lifetime dedication to the conservation of nature; and few among the nature lovers in Israel were aware of the depth of his contributions to the world of science. Those who did know him personally knew that this combination constituted one more aspect that made Amotz such a unique and special individual.
First steps
Amotz Zahavi was born on August 14, 1928, in Petach Tikva, a town founded in 1878 as one of the first two settlements established by Jews in the Land of Israel in the early years of the Zionist Movement. According to his mother, he would watch the birds in the garden even before he learned to talk, and throughout his childhood he wandered around the settlement and its environment following the birds. When he was 12 years old, he discovered the small teaching Zoo in Tel Aviv, where he encountered Dr Heinrich Mendelssohn, who had arrived from Berlin in 1933 and was at the time the only scientist in Palestine under the British Mandate who studied birds and had a deep knowledge of them. Due to the lack of suitable books in the Hebrew language, Mendelssohn became the focus of everyone interested in nature. Amotz's encounter with Mendelssohn was to influence him throughout his life, and he took every opportunity to visit Mendelssohn. Already at this stage of his life Amotz was known as one of the best bird-watchers in Israel. He studied at the Pardess Hanna agricultural high school, which allowed him to spend time in the wild and to engage in nature studies. He also served as an instructor in the Boys-Scouts, and turned a great part of the Scouting activities into trips into nature. In Autumn 1947, following his high-school studies, he began to study biology at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, but this was cut short in 1948 with the outbreak of Israel's War of Independence and his conscription into the military.
At the end of the war, in 1949 he took up his studies once more, and went on many nature trips, in the framework of both his studies and on his own. Among others, he joined a geological survey carried out by geologists from the Hebrew University. The survey dealt with rocks and fossils in the Negev and initiated Amotz's interest in the desert, an area that he studied for most of his adult life. Amotz and Azaria Alon (who had also joined the survey) spent the long nights in the desert discussing the idea of establishing a public society that would bring together the many nature lovers and experts living at the time in the country -rangers, scientists, nature teachers and amateur nature enthusiasts, and that would function to protect nature wherever it was necessary to do so. Back at the Hebrew university, Amotz engaged, together with his friend (later professor) Yaakov Wahrman, in a study of gerbils in Israel. Their work on the evolution, ecology and cytogenetics of these gerbils was published in a series of articles at the end of the 1950s, and one of the articles was even accepted for publication by the prestigious journal Nature. In 1954 Amotz received his M.Sc. in Zoology. His thesis, supervised by Mendelssohn, focused on the birds of the Hula lake and swamp, an area known as the richest in the country for waterfowl and other birds. The Hula Valley was a particularly impressive place because of its mix of African and European flora and fauna.
During the same year he married Avishag Kadman, who was also a biology student and serious amateur birdwatcher. Avishag later became a botanist and served as a professor of botany at the Vulcani Institute, while also contributing immensely to Amotz's scientific work and of course bring up their two daughters, Naama and Tirza.
Amotz received a grant from the British Council in 1955 for a one-year study period in England, which he spent in Oxford at the laboratory of Prof. Niko Tinbergen, who later received the Nobel Prize. During this period he also met Dr. David Lack, the senior ornithologist in England, as well as the students of these two eminent scientists. They greatly influenced his scientific work.
Despite his research achievements and experiences with eminent scientists, Amotz chose to delay further work in academia. He instead devoted the next 15 years, which were some of the best years of his life, to the conservation of nature in Israel having the foresight to realize that the country's development would threaten its biodiversity.
Nature conservation and the establishment of the Society for the Protection of Nature
In parallel with Amotz's scientific development, dramatic changes were taking place in Israel: at the country's establishment there were 0.6 million Jewish citizens, and between 1948 and 1958 an additional one million new immigrants arrived. The economic situation was poor and the State's authorities promoted development plans, aimed among others at establishing an economic basis for the State. One of these plans was to drain the Hula lake and the swamp to its north to convert the area into agricultural land. This plan was a cornerstone of the government's development plans and was swiftly advanced in 1952, as were development plans for other vast areas. A dramatic change in Israel's landscape was about to happen, and there was a need for someone to represent the side of nature.
A small group of scientists, nature teachers and students, under the direction of Mendelssohn, attempted to minimize the environmental damage rapid development plans would cause and founded "The Committee for the Preservation of Nature," This committee, acted mainly through meetings in which they attempted to persuade the developers, who in the main did not understand why they should not go ahead with their intensive development plans. Amotz, who studied the area for his master degree, was sent by Mendelssohn to persuade the committee discussing the Hula swamp project of the need to preserve part of the natural area. He guided a group of the committee members on a trip to the Hula, but in the discussion that followed it became clear that nothing had changed among those who advocated the development plan. Amotz then tried another approach, describing to the committee the nesting of a pair of whitetailed sea eagles in the mountains overlooking the valley, one of the only two pairs of this species nesting in Israel. When asked about the home range size that sea eagles need, he explained that this pair required 4,000 dunam (ca. 1,000 acres) in order to raise their young. This "explanation" that Amotz improvised during the discussion, and which had no clear scientific basis, convinced the committee to allot an area of this size for a nature reserve in the Hula valley. And so they did.
That was not the only "scientific" achievement of Amotz during this period, and another example is that of the coral reef in Eilat. Israeli citizens discovered this amazing reef located in the northern part of the Gulf of Eilat, at the northernmost tip of the Red Sea, and they flocked to visit it. Upon returning to their homes in the north they would often bring with them a 'souvenir' from the reef in the form of uprooted coral fragments, cleaned and displayed on a shelf. Amotz sought to prevent the destruction of the reef and explained to the responsible bureaucrat in the Ministry of Agriculture that corals are living organisms and thus should be protected, but the fellow stubbornly insisted that they are just 'stones', and rejected the student's opinion. There seemed no legal way to deal with the issue until Amotz came up with a solution: he found among the Mandate fishing laws a clause noting that every living creature in the sea can be called a fish, and that any fish can be declared a protected species. Amotz went to his teacher, Prof. Heinz Steinitz, a marine biologist, and despite the latter's doubts he convinced him to sign a letter defining corals as fish! Steinitz agreed, and the corals were declared to be fish and thus protected by law.
In 1953, Amotz together with Azaria Alon and others, and with the help of Prof. Mendelssohn, founded the "Society for the Protection of Nature," which became the largest such association in Israel. In the early days of its establishment, its members amounted to only a few dozen individuals and their influence was small. Despite this, they sought to ensure that the development plans would Amotz Zahavi (on the right) in the Hula
